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AN EXPERIMENTAL EVALUATION 
OF TEE RESULTS OBTAINED BY 
TWO TYPES OF C01~0SITION ASSIGNMENTS 
I 
Until the present decade most composition assignments in 
secondary schools consisted of offering a title or a small group 
of titles to the classes. Not always was this accompanied by 
the instruction that the topic was to be developed according to 
a method discussed or taught in the periods immediately preced-
ing the date of the assignment. 
Evidence of this may be obtained by examination of the 
textbooks in use up to the end of the period 1920-1929. Sec-
tion B of the bibliography gives titles of texts which have im-
proved upon this method and of texts which were confined to this l 
method. Many titles of the latter group have been omitted be- II 
cause of the fact that they are now obsolete and are replaced b~ ~ 
newer texts. 
It is further brought out, in the findings of surveys con-
ducted by institutions at the post secondary level during the 
last third of the period, that composition assignments were bar~ 
1/ 
and lacked motivation.-
1/Examples are: Herbert Le Sourd Creek and James Hugh 
McKee: The Preparation in English of Purdue Freshmen, Purdue 
University Studies in Higher Education V, Lafayette, Indiana, 
1926. 
I 
I 
I 
I' 
II Leon Renfroe Meadows: A Study of the Teaching of English 
========~ Composition in Teachers' Colleges in the United States, ~umb=i=att1 !======~~~ 
I' 
4 I 
Discussions of topics as assignments was limited and ap-
peared in few texts for teachers or for classes. ~ Comparatively 1 
advanced works contented themselves with directions that the 
topics assigned be "definite," "concrete," and "personal • .JJ 
Even in 1931 the preoccupation with the mechanics of ex-
pression was dominant, as reported by the National Survey of 
I Secondary Education, which analyzed 156 courses of study in 33 
I states. The comment upon the replies made by teachers of Eng-
il lish concerning the objective of teaching composition is: 
"The list of objectives suggests that 
builde~s of the course of study in English 
have need of returning with their pupils to 
the essential source of expression--emo-
tional and intellectual stimulation through 
experience--to discover those normal activ-
ities of social and business life in which 
correctness and form of expression find 
their only reason for being." 
Also, it is found that "Only five courses refer in any way to 
the promoting of observation and interpretation of the life 
about one as related to the course in composition.~ 
University Teachers' College Contributions to Education, No. 311 
New York, 1928. 
Also: J. W. Cunliffer and Gerhard R. Lomer: Writing of 
Today, New York, 1925. 
l/Israel Edwin Goldwasser: Method and Methods in the 
Teaching of English, D. c. Heath Company, New York, 1913. 
Bernard M. Sheridan: Speaking and riting English, 
Benjamin H. Sanborn Company, New York, 1926. 
Stephen DeWitt Stephens: Individual Instruction in Eng-
lish Composition, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, 1928. 
~National Survey of Secondary Education: Instruction in 
English, Monograph No. 20, u. s. Government Printing Office, 
I 
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I 
I 
=--f 
It was at this time, however, that there began to appear 
!textbooks which were better organized from the psychological 
point of view. 
I 
I 
I 
II 
"Conference with teachers and supervi-
sors throughout the country reveals a deep 
interest in several textbooks of recent date 
which obviously meet the requirements of more 
prog~essive lQurses better than many of those 
now ~n use."~ 
Since then replacement of older texts by newer ones has become 
widespread. With specific reference to the teaching of composi-
tion some titles of the better books will be found in Section B 
of the bibliography. 
For a few years previous to this time textbooks for teacher~ 
had indicated a discontent with the practice of basing composi- 1 
tion assignments upon works of literature being studied. It was 
being considered that in this way pupils were deprived of oppor- I 
tunity for creative work and were being made slaves of form in I 
writing. More definite studies of subject matter were made with 
a view toward learning what topics for composition would pro- d 
vide opportunities for pupils, and would be measured in terms of 
pupil interest. Two of the better surveys made thus were by 
J. H. Coleman and by Percival M. Symonds.Y Concurrently came 
Washington, 1935, p. 23. 
1 y Ibid. J P• 34. I y J. H. Coleman: Written Composition Interests of Junior 
and Senior High School Pupils, Columbia University Teachers' 
College Contributions to Education, No. 494, New York, 1931. 
I Percival M. Symonds: "Real Topics for Writing and Speak-
1) 
I 
ing," School Review, 38:765-75, December, 1930. 
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a tendency toward placing stress upon the quality rather than 
accordance with the findings of the surveys of composition teach 
ing. The Meadows survey, summarizing its findings of the result~ 
of high school English teaching, as evidenced by the students 
l/ National Survey of Secondary Education, Instruction in 
English, p. 27. 
2/ Alfred M. Hitchcock: Bread Loaf Talks on Teaching 
Composition, New York, 1927, p. 56. 
3/ Ibid., p. 117. 
I 
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? 
entering teachers' colleges throughout the country, st~ted in 
1928: "The students are lacking in the power of observation, illl j 
a knowledge of facts, and in the ability to organize properly 
the ideas they do possess.~ 
Textbooks devoted more attention to the preliminary culling 
of ideas in theme writing, to the direction of pupils' thoughts 
before designating assignments for themes, and to the organiza-
tion of ideas. Some of the better books are listed in Section B 
of the bibliography; it will be noted that most of them were 
published since 1929. Progressively there was evolved what may 
be called the situation assignn1ent, as distinguished from the 
topic assignment. 
The situation assignment is given by presenting to the 
pupils the pertinent facts of an incident, a problem, a condi-
tion drawn from reality or from imagination--in short, any set 
of circumstances, factual or fanciful, which may be covered by 
the term "situation." The manner of the presentation possesses 
much elasticity. It may or may not be preceded by class periods 
devoted to the mechanics of composition, conversely, it may or 
may not be followed by class discussion of the scene presented, 
dwelling upon the ideas, or the method of developing, or both. 
The teacher may leave the situation uncompleted, in which case 
the pupil is instructed to bring it to a conclusion. Again, 
1/Leon Renfroe Meadows, op. cit., p.24. 
cf. also R. L. Lyman: Summary of Investigations Relating 
to Grammar, Language, and Composition, Chicago, 1929. 
ll 
i 
8 
the situation may be offered in its entirety, and the pupil may , 
be told to write his version of it, his acceptance or denial, 
approval or disapproval, possible improvements, or perhaps a re- J 
counting in the form of a news story, fiction, or editorial for li 
the school paper. These suggestions will indicate what may be 
included in this method, and the possibility of variety.1f 
It is suggested that composition assignments be of the 
situation type as often as possible. Presentation of the situa-
tion gives the pupil definite ideas from which he makes his 
start in expression, whereas the topic assignment may leave him 
floundering while seeking a point of departure. Obviously, a 
situation assignment offers more stimuli to the pupil than does 
the simple statement of a topic. In addition, there is greater 
opportunity for the teacher to exercise control over the stimu-
lation, with correspondingly more closely related responses due 
from the pupil. 
II 
I' 
" When the pupil meets situations at first hand or vicariousl~ 
at present or in the future, they will not face him in the form 
of topics or topic sentences. Such being the case, it would 
1fcf. Nelle Button: Creative English, Ginn and Company, 
New York, 1935. 
C. H. Ward: Writing Craft, Scott Foresman and Company, 
New York, 1932. 
Elizabeth Hill, Eng1ish at Work, World Book Company, New 
York, 1929. 
Elizabeth Crowe, Speak! Readl Write! Little, Brown and 
Company, Boston, 1935. 
--~======================================~~==== 
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seem inadequate preparation for such circumstances where writing 
is applicable to attempt to spur pupil composition by means of a 
topic. !I 
On the other hand the pupil can be offered a better prepara~ 
tion for occasions that call for writing. By means of situation 
assignments, frequently given, he can be made aware that every 
situation should promote a reaction on his part. He can be 
taught that his experiences, real or vicarious, are not to be 
dropped into a categorical pigeonhole. Such preparation is more 
likely to cause him to write his id eas at the proper times, to 
make use of an art that for most collects dust in the attic of 
desuetude. 
II 
The Problem 
To test the beliefs stated immediately preceding it becomes ! 
necessary to attack the problem presented: Which of the two I 
methods of composition assignment--the topic assignment and the 
situation assignment--gives better results? 
This problem is considered with the end in view that a 
definite answer to it may form a basis for suggestions on the 
improvement of teaching English composition. 
III 
Procedure 
The findings of this experiment are based upon an examina-
----++-lion-of' -!52.0-co 
I 
I 
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College High School, Boston, Massachusetts. 
This high school is one devoted to one 
preparatory IX-XII with limited electives. 
II 
course--college I! 
I The course is tradi-
tionally classical: English, Latin, and Mathematics throughout 
the four years. Greek is studied in grades X, XI, and XII, and 
a modern language in grades XI and XII. 
In English composition the course is that of old college 
preparatory tradition: the modes of expression are classified 
as description, narration, argumentation, and· exposition accord-
ing to the principal text, which is the Manual of Composition 
and Rhetoric by Gardiner, Kittredge, and Arnold.!/ Grade IX 
places emphasis upon the sentence, its various forms, and the 
reproduction of those forms. In Grade X the paragraph is ana-
lyzed and classified as to unity, use of topic sentences, transi 
tion and coherence, and forms of development. These notes will 
apply to the method of marking to· be explained later. 
Teaching in these matters is done by the direct method. 
Whereas the indirect method would consist of reading the passage 
used as an example, followed by questioning to accomplish the 
selection of the forms to be learned, the direct method consists
1 
of learning what mechanics are to be noted, followed by reading 
passages which exemplify them. 
Composition and literature are studied concurrently through-
out the semester; composition assignments are preceded by 
l/John Hays Gardiner, George Lyman Kittredge, and Sarah 
Louise Arno.ld, Manual of Composition and Rhetoric, Boston, Ginn 
and Company, 1907. 
'I 
l 
11 
discussion of the forms of discourse, or the mechanics of compo-
sition, or both . The method of instruction is uniform, and the 
class groupings are accomplished by vertical divisions through 
all scholastic standings, giving all teachers approximately the 
same types of classes in English. 
The assignments used in this experiment were given during 
March and April , 1938, with a space of one week between every 
two assignments. Four classes participated. Each assignment 
was preceded by discussion as mentioned in the preceding para-
assignments was kept the same for all . Every effort was devoted 
to prevent pupils from guessing the nature of the experiments 
and thus from "fighting the problem." Exact lengths of themes 
were unspecified; custom in the school had established in the 
minds of the pupils a certain minimum length (about two pages.) 
The sequence of assignments (A, B, C, D, at intervals of 
I 
~-
I 
one week) was arranged so that assignments A and C were of the 
topic type, and assignments B and D were of the situation type. 
This alternation was employed for the sake of balancing instruc-
11 tion during the interims, and the improvement that might come • 
with practice.!/ 
I 
1/cf. Summary . 
12 
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Following are the assignments: 
A. "A Place I Have Visited." This was preceded by the di-
rection that pupils had free choice of places to name. 
B. "Mr. Jones is a shipping clerk. His wife is a telephone 
operator in the same concern. Jones earns about thirty dollars 
a week; his wife earns about eighteen dollars a week. Jones II 
wins one hundred thousand dollars in a contest. He is overjoyed~ 
says he will bank his money and continue to live as before. He 
and Mrs. Jones live in a one-room apartment in a fashionable 
section of the city. They have been married twelve years and 
they have had no children. Mrs. Jones says she will continue 
I 
! Gratuitous opinion has been di- j 
vided, some praising the plan of the Jones, some condemning it. 
to work as telephone operator. 
"What do you think about it? Write your opinions, choosing 
as your readers (or listeners) the personnel manager of the firm 
a local women's club, members of the state legislature, 1~. Jones 
or Mrs. Jones, or both, or any other persons you think inter-
ested." 
C. "An Exciting lv'loment in My Life." Here again freedom of 
1 
choice was given: any event, real or ilnaginary. 11 
D. "A group of your friends is eager to spend a weekend to-
gether. The on~y weekend that is convenient for all is a week-
end at the first of February. They are undecided. Expenses 
must be moderate. Most places offer but one of the various 
winter sports, skiing, skating , tobogganing, iceboating, and 
so forth. Choose for yourself some one of these places,your I 
~ein on what ou can en·o there. Tell the j -::::::::=:::::~~#=1== 
' 
,, 
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dis- ~~ group about it, comparing, if necessary, the advantages and 
advantages of the various activities." 
These assignments were chosen upon two bases. One basis 1 
I 
I was that of the four forms of discourse explained in the text-
books of the classes, and commonly accepted as such. For de- I 
scription assignment A was given; for argumentation, assignment 
B; for narration, assignment C; and for exposition, assignment n1 
I The second basis was that of pupil preference, drawn from I 
11 the excellent work of "· H, Coleman in his study of composition! 
preferences of high school pupils. These assignments were 1 
founded upon the five highest ranking preferences as shown in I 
Coleman's work. To satisfy the preference for the subject of j 
travel assignment A was named; for ethics, assignment B; for 
adventure, assignment C; for sports, assignment D. Throughout 
all high school grades according to the preferences listed by 
both boys and girls these four subjects ranked among the first 
five. 
Concerning the validity of assignments B and D we should 
refer to the remarks in the introduction concerning the situa- 1 
tion assignment. In particular it should be noticed that greate l 
I 
stimulation is offered, that pupils' thoughts can be given guid- : 
ance toward organization, and that responses can be made to be J 
in closer relationship to the stimuli. Good organization of thi 
method may be found in an article by Irma Eareckson in the 
11 J. H. Coleman, op. cit. 
' I' ,, 
14 II 
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English Journal for June, 1935.1/ 
With regard to the amount of direction afforded the pupils' 1 
minds by the detail and the length of these assignments as given 
it seems obvious that the situation assignment, by imposing a II 
certain amount of concentration upon the pupils, affords them a 
bet t er line of departure, from which they may set off and di- 1! 
verge as t hey will. An answer to anticipated objections may be 
found in the English Journal for June, 1931, in a contribution 
by Mary F. Anderson. At one point she summates this point of 
view. 
"Perhaps restricting the field of compo-
sition drastically does not appear in accord 
with the principles of t he real-life situa-
tionists, but in the conversation of real life 
too many Johns find themselves unable to cope 
with 'ships and shoes and sealing wax, and 
cabbages and kings' simply because Eney have 
never learned to talk of cabbages."_/ 
II 
It is simply arrived at, t hat in a world, or an area of the 
world, too wide for comprehension by a youthful mind, better 
educational procedure would allot to the pupil a smaller, more 
clearly defined area in which to make his induction or deduction 
The situation assignment, by its business of delimitation, is in ! 
accordance with this principle. II 
After the matter of t he assi gnments t hemselves comes the 
problem of evaluating the results obtained by the administration 
1/rrma Eareckson, "What Shall We Vlri te About?" English 11 
Journal (H. s. Ed.) 24:491-3, June, 1935. 1 
Y Mary F. Anderson, "On Carrying Water in Sieves," English 
Journal, vol. 20, p. 475, June, 1931. 
15 
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of these four assignments. The following composition scales 
were studied: 
The Hudelson English Composition Scale, by Earl Hudelson 
I 
II 
Hudelson Typical Composition Ability Scale, by Earl Hudelson 
Nassau County Supplement to the Hillegas Scale, by M. R. 
Trabue 
Thorndike Extension of the Hillegas Scale, by E. L. 
Thorndike 
Scales for Measuring Special Types of English Composition, 
by Ervin Eugene Lewis 
Scale for Judgment of Composition Quality Only, by Sterling ! 
A. Leonard 
VanWagenen English Composition Scales, by M. J. Van Wagene ' 
Scales for Measurement of English Compositions, by Frank w. 
Ballou 
Scales for Measuring Written Composition, by M. H. Willing 
These scales are constructed for the purpose of measuring 
more elements in English composition than this experiment sought 
to do. It seemed to this writer that all these scales contained ! 
different proportions of judgment that was necessarily--or at II 
least contingently--subjective. In the construction of some of 
these scales, and in studies made by others1fcomparisons of the 
various scales were made, usually by means of causing several 
judges to rate composition papers in rotation or by employing 
l/norothy Speer, An Experimental Evaluation of Seven Compo-
sition Scales, Johns Hopkins University Studies in Education, I 
No. 14, Johns Hopkins Press, Baltimore, 1929. 
Pu Hwang, Errors and Improvement in Rating English Composi-
tion by 1.1eans of a Composition Scale, Columbia University 
Teachers' College Contributions to Education, No. 417, .New York, 
1930. 
! 
16 
different scales for the same compositions. The variations in 
the evaluations by different judges of the same compositions 
were astonishing at first sight, although they became less so 
when it was considered that many elements were to be measured. 
It became obvious, after applying the scales to a few compo-
sitions used herein, that results predicated upon evaluations 11 
thus secured would be detrimental to the validity of this experi-
ment. Some other method must be devised. It was necessary to 1! 
I 
eliminate as far as possible all elements whose evaluation would 
contain subjective opinion. Ratings on quality of thoughts woul~ 
be too variable. English literature has praise for Hemingway, 
Huxley, and Joyce, whose differences are obvious. Spelling and 
capita lization were not scored, for the purpose of the experimen ' 
was to determine which of the two types of composition assign-
ments would elicit the greater amount of response. We may refer 
here to s. L. Pressey. 
"It seems a fair contention that an error 
is important in proportion as it makes it diffi-
cult for the reader to obtain the writer's mean-
ing. From this point of view many errors in 
capitalization and in grammar are minor: if a 
child fails to capitalize in referring to 'the 
Great lest' or writes ' he don't' for 'he 
doesn't' he may distract the reader by offend-
ing the reader's sense for the proprieties, but 
he does not obscure meaning. Mistakes in sen-
tence structure are, then, even more important 
than their frequency would indicate. They are 
also very important because difficulties in 
sentence structure frequently lei~ to errors in 
punctuation and capitalization."-/ 
Ys. L. Pressey, "A Statistical Study of Children's Errors 
in Sentence Structure," English Journal, 14:529-35, September, 
1925. 
I 
II 
,, 
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To gauge the responses to the composition assignments it 
was decided to score the papers for number of words, number of 
ideas, clauses properly constructed, and paragraphs properly 
I constructed. A word about the last two items is in order. Since 
the sentence and its construction had been emphasized during the 
preceding school year (Grade IX), and since the stress at the 
time (Grade X) was laid upon the paragraph and its development, 
II II 
it seemed reasonable to expect sentences and paragraphs to be in J 
order, at least mechanically. Accordingly, the papers could be II 
scored in respect to clauses that were grammatically correct. II 
Clauses were chosen rather than sentences, for obviously a simple 
declarative sentence and a compound-complex sentence should not 
I be given equal weight. 
Paragraphs are essentially logical divisions, and it seemed 
I fitting to attach weight to them dependent upon their developmen~ ~ 
by the usual methods of enumeration, contrast, repetition, and s9 
forth. Every paragraph properly developed according to the usual 
principle of unity was given full value; paragraphs which failed 1 
of unity, but which were actually paragraphs and not merely physJ 
ical grouping of sentences, were given half value. The basis fo~ 
1
scoring follows: 
Each word . . . . . . . . . • . . . • 1 point 
Each idea . . . • . . . . . . . . . • 1 point 
Each clause properly constructed. • • 5 points Each paragraph properly constructed . 10 points 
Each paragraph lacking in complete 
unity but essentially a paragraph. • . . . 5 points 
The marking of the paragraphs rests upon the basis of their 
,-~~~~~c=o=nf==o=rm==-a~n=c=e==t=o==t=h=e==d=e=s=c=r=i=p=t=i=o=n==a=b=o~v==e=a=n==d==u~p=o=n==t=h=e==b=a=s=i=s==t=h=a=t====~~~~==~~~ 
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paragraphs were part of the current work in English whereas sen-
tences and the clauses thereof had been in the work of the pre-
vious year and were considered to be a completed subject. 
IV 
Interpretation of Results 
A complete list of raw scores will be found in the Appendix 
Ranges, arithmetic means, and the critical ratios of the 
experiment are listed here. The results of the two types of 
composition assignments expressed in the numbers of words writte 
in the themes will be found in Table I on page 19. 
It was found that in every case the arithmetic mean of the 
class was higher in the situation assignments than in the topic 
assignments. The differences respectively for classes I, II, 
III, and IV were: 10.9090, 23.3570, 20.8925, and 18.9015. These 
figures must be tested for their reliability. For this purpose 
it is necessary to know the Probable Error of the Difference, 
the Probable Error of the Arithmetic Mean in each distribution, 
and the Standard Deviation in each distribution. Taking up 
these in reverse order we find for Standard Deviation (or Sigma) l 
the following formula: 
Sigma = V&~d ~ _ c~ 
For the Probable Error of the Arithmetic Mean we have: 
P. E.M • .6745 Sigma 
~ 
N in each case stands for the number of frequencies in the 
-~---~ ---- 9-
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20 
distribution. 
The formula for the probable error of the difference between 
two arithmetic means is: 
The difference between the two arithmetic means must be at 
least four times the P.E.(diff.) in order to be reliable. This 
is found by dividing the difference by the probable error of the 
difference, and the quotient obtained is known as the critical 
ratio, the expression of the reliability of that difference. 
Difference M. 1-M. 2 Critical Ratio = ------------~~-= 
P.E .( diff.)M. 1-M. 2 
Respective critical ratios for class I, II, III, and IV 
were: 4.3908, 6.6451, 6.4211, and 5.7012, proving that every one 
l or the differences between arithmetic means was reliable. There-
fore in this experiment the results of the situation assignments 
were definitely better than the results of the topic assignments 
in the number of words written by the pupils. 
Results of the two types of composition assignments ex-
pressed in the numbers of ideas expressed will be found in 
Table II on page 21. 
In every comparison of distributions it was found that the 
arithmetic mean of the number of ideas produced by the situation 
assignment was higher than the mean of the ideas in response to 
11nennis H. Cooke, Minimum Essentials of Statistics, The 
Macmillan Company, New York, 1936. 
--=-=-===W================================================#===~-
I e 
-
I 
I 
-
TABLE II. COMPARISON OF MEANS OF TEE 1\TUMBERS OF IDEAS EXPRESSED FOR BOTH TYPES 
OF COMPOSITION ASSIGNMENTS WITH MEASURES OF RELIABILITY 
A and 0 = Topic Assignments B and D = Situation Assignments I 
. . . . . . • I 1 . 2 . 3 • 4 . 5 . 5 . ? . 8 . . . • • . • . . . . . . . I . . . . . . • . . . . • . . 
. . . . Probable : Difference : Probable . . . . . . 
• . . . Error of . Between . Error of . . . . . . • . 
: Assign- : : Arithmetic : Arithmetic : Arithmetic : the : Critical 
Class : ment . Range . Mean . Mean . Means : Difference : Ratio . . . • 
. . . . . . . 
. . . • . . • ~ 
. . . • • • • ~ . . . . . . . 
I : A and C : 81-15? : 130.?5?5 . 1.0158 . . • . . . . 
: B and D : 81-159 : 139.8031 . 1.1834 • 9.0455 • 1.195? • ?.558? . • • . 
. . • . . . • . • . . . . . 
II : A and C : 92-1?2 : 128.0?15 . 1.30?5 • . • . 
' 
. • 
: B and D : 108-1?3 : 142.?140 . 1.2124 . 14.5425 • 1.?83? • 8.2118 . . . .
. . . . . • • . . . . . • • III : A and C : 90-159 : 12?.2320 . 1.2280 . • . . . • . 
: B and D : 105-164 : 13?.4105 . 1.3890 . 10.1?85 • 1.8539 • 5.4363 . . . . 
. • . . . . • I . . . . . . . IV : A and C : 82-150 : 122.0585 . 1.3032 . . • . . . . 
I I : B and D : 10?-165 : 131.?545 . 1.1129 . 9.?060 1.?13? 5.563? . . . . . . 
. . . . . . . 
. . . . . . . 
I 
I 
I 
I 
= 
·- --
- ------L~ ..... 
-
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l 22 ,. 
I -- ~II 1 the topic assignment. The respective differences between the 
!arithmetic means for classes I, II, III, and IV were: 9.0456, I 
14,6425, 10,1?85, and 9.?060. Reliability of these differences 
1 ay be ascertained by noting the critical ratios, which are, in , 
l the same order: ?.558?, 8.2118, 5.4363, and 5.663?--all above 4. 
Therefore, in this experiment the situation assignments definitel~ 
elicited more ideas in response than did the topic assignments. 
v 
Sunnnary 
In order to summarize, we may review the experiment. Four 
sophomore classes, which could be described as formed by hetero-
gen~ous grouping, were each given four composition assignments 
with an interval of one week between assignments. Two types of 
assignments were used: the topic assignment and the situation 
assignment. These were given alternately, for the purpose of 
neutralizing the effect of instruction in diction during these 
periods and the minute improvement which might result from prac-
tice, although the latter is declared insignificant by VanWagenen 
and by Hitchcock.l/ VanWagenen characterized the gains of high 
school pupils in composition during a twelve week period as in-
signif'icant. 
1/ Hitchcock, op. cit. 
M. J. VanWagenen, An Investigation into the Amount o~ Im- .! 
provement in Ability to Write English Composition, Bulletin of I the University of Minnesota , XXII, No. 5, Minneapolis , 1919, p.l8. 
Marion D. Brown and M. E. Haggerty, "The Measurement of Im-
1 i sb Composition," Engl1 sb .Tanrnal, 6:515-27, -~..__,....__ _ _ 
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The assignments were based upon the four forms of discourse,, 
description, argumentation, narration, and exposition, and they 
were also based upon pupil preferences with regard to subject 
matter as shown by Coleman's!! survey for the Columbia University 
* Teachers' College series of Contributions to Education. In 
agreement with this is Percival M. Symonds.~ Assignments A and 
C were of the topic type; B and D were of the situation type. 
Presentation of the assignments was carefully controlled in the 
matter of instruction immediately preceding, tone of voice, and 
directions as to desired l~ngth of composition. 
Next came the problem of scoring the compositions. Various 
scales, listed in the description of procedure, were examined 
and each one was applied to a few compositions. All were dis-
carded as unsuitable for this experiment. In support, let us 
refer to a standard text. 
"Composition scales are all judgment scales 
based upon the composite judgments of a group of 
individuals supposedly qualified to rate compo-
sitions on the basis of general merit. The unit 
or measurement used is a variability unit (either 
a standard deviation unit or a probable error 
unit}. The differences in quality indicated by 
the scale values represent positions along a 
linear scale or general composition merit deter-
mined by the proportion of judges who considered 
a given composition as better or poorer than 
another. Thus there is inherent in such scales 
a certain element or subjectivity due to struc-
ture alone. In their use in the measurement of 
composition quality this is supplemented by the 
fact that each user of the scale is called upon 
1/ ~. H. Coleman, op. cit. 
~I Percival !: . Symonds, op. cit. 
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to make a judgment of the quality of the specimen to 
to be rated in its 171ation to the speciments com-
prising the scale."-
It was decided, then, to make the scoring objective by not 
attempting to measure too much, but to measure what was signifi-
cant to the problem: which type of assignment was the stimulus 
that could obtain better responses. This was done by marking 
I thus: each word, one point; each idea, one point; each clause 
!properly constructed, five points; each paragraph, ten, five, or 
no points according to its display of perfect unity, imperfect 
unity, or no unity. 
The numbers of words and ideas written would serve to indi-
cate the responses due to each type of assignment. With the 
numbers of words it was necessary to have the numbers of ideas 
lin relation in order to attain significance. Clause and para-
lgraph markings were simply checks upon the compositions, since 
!clauses and paragraphs are not direct and otherwise unaffected 
responses to the stimuli of assignments, but are affected by 
formal instruction in grammar and rhetoric. 
In every comparison of the results of the assignments the 
mean of the numbers of words written for the situation assign-
ments was higher than the mean of the numbers of words written 
for the topic assignments. That these results were reliable is 
I evidenced by the fact that in every comparison of means the 
l/ Harry A. Greene and Albert N. Jorgensen, The Use and 
Interpretation of High School Tests, Longmans, Green and Companyt 
New York, 1936, p. 320. 
II 
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the critical ratio was better than 4, using the probable error 
of the difference as the basis. 
Also, in every comparison the mean of the numbers of defi-
nite ideas expressed in fulfillment of the situation assignments 
I 
I 
I 
II 
was higher than the mean of the numbers of ideas expressed in II 
fulfillment of the topic assignments. Here, too, the differ-
ences were found to be reliable, as evidenced by the fact that 
I in every comparison of means the critical ratio was better than 1 
II 4, using the probable error of the difference as the basis. 1 
VI 
Conclusions 
The results of this experiment would indicate that in the 
Jteaching of composition the situation assignment definitely pro-
lduces better results in the form of more words and more ideas. 
It is useful for the improvement of composition teaching inas-
much as it offers a means to answer what Maxwell F. Littwin 
states as: 
Educational implications (of his experiment) for future 
organization of Composition Teaching : " ••• (6) Imagination re-
quires training; it is not enough that it be left to itself; it 
needs definite stimulation and direction. (?) An intelligent 
I program of composition teaching must be directed towards break-
ing down the barriers of restraint which hinder free and spon-
taneous self-expression. (8) The composition syllabus should 
make adequate provision for the acquisition by pupils of an 
I 
II 
II 
I 
I 
lj 
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The situation assignment is a desirable method to be em-
ployed in the following circumstances: 
"Children in high school and the grades, ••• are extroverts, 
and should have encouragement in learning about the outside world 
and in writing about it ••• English should begin with their whole-
1some interests and develop these ••• s tudents will progress farthe~ 
jand more profitably if they are given substantial material for 
writing ."Y Since the situation assignment offers definite ma- li II 
terial and more of it than the topic assignment offers for writ- I 
I 
ling, it can be employed with good effect. Too, it can be based 
quite easily upon their wholesome interests. Details of the as-
signment can be selected so as to appeal to their interests. 
I 
Conclusions similar to the conclusions drawn from this ex-
l periment are found in an evaluation of stylistic approach by 
II. 0. Ash, who lists among his indirect conclusions that "(b) 
The motivation of writing through the means of interesting , 
challenging situations will solve a great many of the perplexing I 
problems of teaching composition."§/ 
I 
11 Maxwell F. Littwin, "An Experimental Investigation of ', 
the Effect of Method of Presentation upon the Imaginative ~ual- i 
ity of Descriptive Writing among Elementary School Pupils." 
1 Journal of Experimental Education, vol. 4, p. 78, September, 1936. 
21 Helen Rand, "Extrovert English," English Journal (College! 
Edition), 21:23-28, January, 1932. 
Y I. o. Ash, "An Experimental Evaluation of the Stylistic 
Approach in Teaching Written Composition in the Junior High 
School," Journal of Experimental Education, vol. 4, p. 61, 
September, 1935. 
I 
,, 
jl 
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Toward the solution of problems of teaching composition the 
steps must be experimental. On the basis of the results obtained 
from this particular experiment the following conclusions are 
offered. 
1. The situation assignment elicits more words written in 
compositions than does the topic assignment. 
I' II 
I 
I 
I 
I 
'I 2. The situation assignments elicits more ideas expressed 
I 
I 
·II . ~n written composition than does the topic assignment. 
I 3. The situation assignment stimulates and directs the im-
j agination to a greater extent than does the topic assignment. 
4. The situation assignment can be based effectively upon 
pupil preferences . 
5. The situation assignment results in more closely related 
responses than does the topic assignment. 
6. The situation assignment should be used in cases where 
I 
compositions are lacking in length or in ideas. I 
?. The situation assignment should be of some value in j 
I 
I 
training pupils to meet real lire situations, now or later, be- II 
I cause of a similarity of approach. To fulfill a situation as-
signment requires the ability to associate or dissociate the 
details given in the assignment; to understand or to meet a 
situation in real life requires this same ability to associate 
or dissociate the circumstances of the situation as they present 
themselves to the mind. Problems or incidents in real life will 
not present themselves as categorically labelled entities, as 
suggested by the titles of topic assignments. 
_a. mhe situ.a:tiD assi gpment _sho_uld not he us_e_d_ t.o the 
28 
exclusion of the topic assignment, for it is not the unive~sa~ f;! 
panacea for all ills in composition writing. However, if the II 
use of the situation assignment produces results that can assure 
the teacher that the pupils are sufficiently stimulated, and 
that they are producing sufficient quantity of ideas in their 
compositions then the emphasis of the class discussions can be 
placed upon improvement of diction and development of style. 
29 
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APPENDIX 
II RAW SCORES OF COMPOSITION PAPERS I CLASS I 
I 
Name Words Ideas Paragraphs Clauses Total 1 
Brown 205 114 45 90 454 
209 119 50 95 473 
187 103 40 80 410 
144 81 35 65 325 
Cataldo 240 130 50 100 520 
244 13? 55 110 546 
216 11? 45 90 468 
215 122 50 100 487 
Cooley 24? 139 50 110 546 
252 140 55 110 557 
226 125 50 100 501 
24? 132 45 95 519 
Cullen 244 135 55 105 539 
251 140 60 110 561 
241 132 55 105 533 
254 145 55 110 564 
Driscoll 243 132 50 95 520 
257 145 50 105 557 
230 12? 50 100 50? 
246 134 50 95 525 
Duffin 245 131 55 90 521 
il 254 140 55 110 559 241 132 55 105 533 
250 135 55 100 540 II 
I 
Flaherty 248 135 55 110 548 I 
259 146 55 110 570 
228 130 50 100 508 
239 128 50 95 512 
Flynn 238 132 50 100 520 
246 136 55 110 54? 
219 113 50 90 4?2 
244 133 55 90 522 
I 
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CLASS I (CONTINUED) 
Name Words Ideas Paragraphs Clauses Total 
Foley, J. 248 134 55 110 54? I 251 138 50 110 549 
I 244 136 55 110 545 240 13? 50 95 522 
I Foley, W. 249 142 60 110 561 
256 143 60 110 569 I 250 142 55 115 562 
263 148 55 120 586 
Furfey 224 124 45 100 493 
I 243 132 50 105 530 
i 244 135 55 105 539 
250 139 50 105 544 
Gaynor 246 133 55 90 524 I 254 136 55 95 540 
244 135 50 105 534 
252 13? 50 100 539 
Griffin 251 138 55 115 559 
262 148 60 120 590 
253 141 55 115 564 
266 146 60 115 58? 
Keating 235 129 50 105 519 
261 148 55 110 5?4 
229 12? 50 100 506 
241 134 55 105 535 
Kreck1er 24? 138 55 105 545 
260 145 60 115 580 
25? 141 55 110 563 
251 138 55 105 549 
Laforet 2?0 151 60 120 601 
283 163 60 115 621 
2?6 157 60 120 613 
27? · 158 65 115 615 
I Larner 194 110 45 90 439 
211 119 45 95 4?0 
196 111 40 95 442 
216 124 50 95 485 
-
[I 
I 
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CLASS I (CONTINUED) 
Name Words Ideas Paragraphs Clauses Total 
Le Clair 219 123 50 100 492 
236 134 50 105 525 
242 137 55 105 539 
241 140 50 105 536 
Lynch 218 119 45 95 47? 
223 125 50 100 498 
215 120 45 90 4?0 
225 121 50 95 491 
McCarthy 245 136 55 105 541 
258 147 55 110 5?0 
243 131 50 100 524 
25? 151 55 100 563 
McCue 261 143 55 110 569 
270 149 60 110 589 
2?3 148 60 115 596 
2?1 151 55 110 58? 
McLaughlin 246 133 50 100 529 
270 144 55 105 5?4 
248 135 50 105 538 
253 143 50 110 556 
I McSorley 220 119 50 95 484 I 225 125 50 105 505 I 
I 203 108 45 95 451 
213 123 45 90 4?1 
Murray 239 132 50 105 526 
238 134 50 100 522 
II 223 118 50 100 491 233 127 50 100 510 
Ogle 262 143 55 110 570 
2?3 150 50 115 588 
242 140 50 110 542 
2?1 155 55 100 581 
O'Leary 1?2 98 40 80 390 
184 103 40 85 412 
185 104 45 85 419 
189 103 40 ?5 40? 
I' 
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CLASS I (CONTINUED) 
Name Words Ideas Paragraphs Clauses Total 
Rodden 260 140 50 100 550 
271 149 55 100 575 
247 135 50 105 537 
252 144 55 105 556 
Ryan 268 151 60 105 584 
276 155 60 110 601 
267 148 55 110 580 
288 169 60 120 637 
Sliney 137 81 40 70 328 
264 147 60 115 586 
242 129 55 110 536 
251 144 55 105 555 
Spillane 252 135 50 100 537 
255 147 55 105 562 
245 139 55 100 539 
259 143 55 100 557 
II Sullivan 244 133 50 95 522 
250 144 55 100 549 
232 134 45 105 516 
241 140 55 100 536 
Sweeney 246 134 50 105 535 
261 157 60 110 588 
245 136 55 105 541 
257 149 55 100 561 
Wilson 263 146 60 110 579 
260 145 55 115 575 
252 145 55 110 562 
261 157 60 110 588 
I 
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CLASS II 
Name Words Ideas Paragraphs Clauses Total 
Barron 205 121 50 105 481 
269 143 55 105 572 
1?5 105 45 95 420 
252 139 55 110 556 
Bednarz 250 141 60 105 556 
2?6 158 60 100 594 
212 121 60 100 483 
26? 146 55 105 5?3 
Burnham 240 130 50 100 520 
226 124 50 90 490 
183 104 40 90 41? 
232 128 45 85 490 
Casey 248 136 55 105 544 
268 153 55 100 5?6 
2?6 142 50 100 568 
280 151 40 90 561 
Child 221 123 50 95 489 
225 129 50 100 504 
163 96 40 85 384 
168 108 40 90 406 
Collins 2?2 146 55 110 583 
2?2 148 55 100 575 
216 111 50 105 482 
219 123 50 100 492 
Connors 265 140 50 105 560 
2?? 149 50 100 5?6 
242 129 50 95 516 
251 138 55 105 549 
Costello 1?0 101 45 85 401 
254 143 55 100 552 
166 98 40 85 389 
249 135 50 100 534 
Di Modica 280 151 55 115 601 
285 164 60 105 614 
282 149 55 110 596 
295 168 60 110 633 

I 
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CLASS II (CONTINUED) 
Name Words Ideas Paragraphs Clauses Total ! 
Lemon 2?1 145 55 110 581 
306 168 55 105 634 
251 139 55 105 550 
260 145 55 110 570 
MacGillivray 233 129 50 105 51? I 284 160 60 115 619 
23? 128 50 100 515 
II 2?5 152 55 105 587 
Manning 198 109 45 90 442 
223 121 45 95 484 
118 92 40 80 330 
183 110 40 85 418 
McDonald 219 119 45 95 4?8 
216 123 45 90 4?4 
203 112 45 90 450 
215 120 40 85 460 
McGovern 272 148 60 110 590 
290 165 60 105 620 
2?3 145 55 110 583 
28? 156 60 105 608 
McHale 231 129 50 105 515 
238 136 50 100 524 
190 110 45 95 440 
252 149 50 105 556 
1_cLa ugh1in 23? 129 50 100 516 
242 128 45 95 510 
1?2 101 45 85 403 
246 135· 55 105 541 I I 
Minahan 235 129 50 105 519 I 246 136 55 105 542 
215 119 45 95 4?4 ,, 
2?4 149 60 110 593 I 
Moriarity 243 131 50 100 524 I 2?3 156 60 115 604 
I 242 13? 55 105 539 
258 14? 55 105 565 
II 
--- - - ---
-----
I 
41 I ~ ~~-- CLASS II (CONTINUED) ,I 
I 
I 
I 
Name Words Ideas Paragraphs Clauses Total ! 
I 
Myatt 24? 13? 55 110 549 I 
269 149 55 115 588 
I 249 130 ' 55 105 539 252 145 50 100 547 
O'Grady 245 136 55 105 541 
247 14? 50 105 549 
238 129 50 100 51? 
261 152 55 100 568 I, 
Picariello 240 130 50 100 520 
250 138 50 105 543 
227 122 40 90 479 
245 139 45 90 519 
Regan 198 116 45 95 454 
225 127 50 95 497 
204 114 50 90 458 
210 129 50 95 484 
Ronayne 235 138 50 100 523 II 
268 151 55 100 574 
221 128 50 95 494 
237 137 50 105' 529 
Sheehan 231 129 50 105 515 
242 138 55 95 530 
227 128 50 100 505 
223 129 50 95 497 
Walsh 200 118 45 90 453 
248 139 55 100 542 
198 114 45 85 442 
206 112 40 90 448 
Wessling 199 111 50 80 440 
218 121 50 95 484 
230 127 50 100 507 
255 146 55 105 561 
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CLASS III 
Name Words Ideas Paragraph Clauses Total 
I 
Batchelder 197 109 45 85 436 
226 117 40 95 468 I 
228 120 40 90 468 
211 111 40 80 442 
Elute 273 151 65 115 604 
II 283 154 60 120 617 274 146 55 110 585 
272 144 55 115 586 II 
Brien 239 132 50 105 526 
244 138 55 115 552 
244 135 50 110 539 
230 124 45 95 494 
Burrell 258 142 55 110 565 
264 149 65 120 598 
259 143 60 110 572 
278 156 65 125 624 ,, 
Carey 197 113 45 100 455 
206 105 50 105 466 
195 90 40 110 435 
210 122 50 105 487 
Carroll 230 159 60 110 559 
239 158 60 115 572 
180 115 50 110 455 
210 132 50 115 507 
Clinton 234 137 55 120 546 I I 268 152 60 105 585 
II 235 130 50 105 520 248 142 55 120 565 I I 
Conway 205 119 50 100 474 I I 201 116 55 105 477 
192 104 40 80 416 
191 106 40 85 422 
Coyne 229 131 55 105 520 
260 151 60 120 591 
220 125 50 105 500 
254 143 60 115 572 
[I 
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CLASS III (CONTINOED) 
Name Words Ideas Paragraphs Clauses Total 
D'Arcy 191 109 45 90 435 
244 135 55 105 539 
186 106 45 85 422 
249 138 55 110 552 
Dragoni 259 146 60 120 585 
278 162 60 125 625 
279 149 55 115 598 
278 151 60 115 604 
Early 257 142 55 105 559 
244 138 60 110 552 
235 130 50 105 520 
230 127 50 100 507 
Finnegan 259 142 55 110 566 
283 164 60 120 627 
258 140 60 105 563 
288 153 60 110 611 
Gallagher 210 122 50 105 487 
259 146 55 105 565 
221 131 60 110 522 
247 141 55 110 553 
Galligan 199 113 45 85 442 
202 114 45 95 456 
191 105 40 85 421 
197 117 40 90 444 
Gartland 235 132 55 105 527 
234 140 55 110 539 
230 127 50 100 507 
235 129 50 105 519 
Gil body 221 122 50 95 488 
243 132 50 100 525 
245 138 55 115 553 
249 143 50 110 552 
Hussey 192 111 45 95 443 
208 121 50 95 474 
205 114 50 85 454 
243 135 55 105 538 
-- - -
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CLASS III {CONTINUED) I 
Name Words Ideas Paragraphs Clauses Total 
Keif 208 120 50 110 488 
217 131 50 110 508 
220 127 45 115 507 
I 
233 131 50 105 519 
Ledwith 208 128 55 115 506 I 213 131 55 110 509 
195 119 50 110 474 I 200 123 45 105 473 
Lee 212 127 55 110 504 I 235 145 55 105 540 
I' 207 121 50 105 483 231 130 45 115 521 I 
Lynch 239 137 60 110 546 I 
258 155 55 110 578 
239 132 50 105 526 
268 162 60 115 605 
McHugh 226 132 55 105 518 
280 162 60 115 617 
234 134 55 110 533 
244 143 55 110 552 
McLaughlin 196 114 50 95 455 
219 122 45 100 486 
183 101 45 95 424 
197 111 40 95 443 
O'Leary 231 132 50 105 518 
248 137 55 105 545 
235 130 55 100 520 
243 133 50 105 531 
Shea 257 140 60 115 572 
269 147 60 110 586 
238 134 55 110 537 
278 153 60 120 611 
Smith 234 127 50 95 506 
269 149 55 100 573 
260 139 55 105 559 
266 148 50 110 574 
45 
--- --------------- -
I 
-
-
CLASS III (CONTINUED) 
I Name Words Ideas Paragraphs Clauses Total 
I 
I 
Welch 240 139 60 115 554 I 
262 148 55 105 570 
229 132 55 110 526 
246 135 50 110 541 
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Name Words Ideas Paragraphs Clauses Total 
Carreirro 203 114 45 95 457 
188 107 40 90 425 
204 106 45 100 455 
215 116 45 85 461 
Cinq-Mars 212 122 50 105 489 
222 124 45 95 486 
216 121 50 100 487 
253 135 50 100 538 
Colbert 242 140 50 100 532 
283 151 55 95 584 
220 122 45 100 487 
229 12? 50 100 506 I 
Collins 243 138 55 115 551 ' 
257 147 50 100 554 ! 
235 131 50 105 521 I 244 133 45 95 517 
Connors 251 139 55 110 555 I 251 138 55 105 549 
I 262 143 60 105 570 
275 15? 55 100 587 
I Conway 246 135 55 105 541 
253 134 50 95 532 II 
262 139 55 100 556 
242 131 50 100 523 
Cunniff 24? 134 50 105 536 
285 165 55 115 620 
243 135 50 110 538 
2?6 157 55 100 588 
II Elliott 274 149 60 115 598 
244 132 50 100 526 
256 141 55 110 562 I 245 130 50 95 520 
I Faherty 235 129 55 100 519 
251 139 55 110 555 
224 12? 50 105 506 
213 115 40 90 458 II 
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Name Words Ideas Paragraphs Clauses Total 
Foley 123 82 40 80 325 
233 121 45 85 484 
152 108 40 90 390 
156 119 40 80 395 
Fuller 223 122 45 95 485 
221 129 50 90 490 
160 103 40 90 393 
233 133 50 95 511 
I 
Harnden 242 134 55 105 536 
258 149 50 100 55? 
231 125 50 95 501 
22? 133 50 100 510 
Hynes 165 98 40 85 388 
244 138 50 100 532 
16? 104 40 80 391 
180 114 40 90 424 
Kiley 129 86 35 80 330 
222 118 45 85 4?0 
163 99 40 90 392 
198 111 45 90 444 
Linehan 199 114 50 90 453 
208 116 45 90 459 
211 11? 45 95 468 
252 136 50 95 533 
Manning 191 111 40 80 422 
236 12? 50 95 508 
214 119 45 95 4?3 
24? 132 45 100 524 
Mason 225 124 50 95 494 
229 12? 45 85 486 
216 11? 45 90 468 
218 115 45 80 458 
May 180 106 45 90 421 
226 123 50 90 489 
218 120 50 95 483 
230 125 45 90 490 
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McCann 185 108 45 85 423 
23? 13? 50 100 524 
224 12? 50 100 501 
223 123 45 95 486 
McGann 240 136 50 100 526 
265 14? 60 105 5?? 
239 130 50 100 519 
23? 133 55 100 525 
McKee 238 132 50 105 525 
268 150 60 100 5?8 
233 130 55 100 518 
250 14? 55 100 552 
Murray 240 135, 50 100 525 
251 139 55 100 545 
231 131 55 100 51? 
239 131 50 100 520 
Neilan 250 133 55 105 543 
2?0 159 50 100 5?9 I 
258 148 55 105 566 
2?2 150 55 115 592 
Noonan 191 100 45 85 421 
205 119 45 90 459 
204 116 45 95 460 
224 122 50 100 496 
Panetta 1?5 9? 40 ?5 38? 
216 123 50 95 484 
200 110 ' 45 85 440 
20? 119 45 flO 461 
Rogers 254 135 50 105 544 
254 133 55 105 54? 
218 120 50 95 483 
241 132 50 100 523 
Rigney 233 131 55 105 524 
253 139 50 105 54? 
214 118 45 95 4?2 
222 110 50 100 482 
----
II 
49 
- - -
-----
CLASS rl (CONTINUED) 
Name Words Ideas Paragraphs Clauses Total 
Shaughnessy 177 96 35 75 383 
214 122 50 95 481 
174 95 35 75 379 
207 113 45 90 455 
Sheehan 234 136 50 105 525 II 239 135 50 100 524 
173 99 40 70 382 I 235 126 50 100 511 
I Tobin 203 115 50 90 458 
224 121 50 100 495 
211 123 50 95 479 
212 115 40 90 457 
Toomey 236 135 50 105 526 
240 134 50 100 524 
236 131 55 105 527 
250 136 55 110 551 
Tracy 190 101 45 85 421 
215 125 50 95 485 
229 125 55 105 514 
210 125 50 100 485 
O'Connell 230 125 50 105 510 
237 133 50 100 520 
235 137 50 105 527 
256 137 55 100 548 
Ferriter 263 147 60 115 585 II 
277 164 60 120 621 
I 260 150 55 115 580 
261 158 60 110 589 I 
